B cells are the principal circulating mononuclear cells infected by dengue virus.
Although dengue virus infects a variety of cells in vitro, little is known about cell types infected in vivo. Since blood is a readily accessible tissue, we chose to determine which circulating blood cells are infected by dengue viruses. We collected blood mononuclear cells from acutely ill dengue patients and separated the cells by flow cytometry into subsets for virus isolation. Cells were sorted into groups corresponding to the cluster designations CD3, CD14, CD16 and CD20. Virus was isolated from sorted groups by inoculation into Toxorhynchites splendens mosquitos. The majority of the virus was recovered from the CD20 or B cell positive subset. Little virus was isolated from monocytes, NK cells or T cells. Virus was isolated from B cells regardless of the age or sex of the patient, virus serotype isolated, or the patient's history of dengue virus infection. The location of cell associated virus was determined by proteolytic digestion of surface virus. There was an equal distribution of virus between the intracellular compartment and the surface of B cells. The intracellular localization of virus was confirmed by immunocytochemistry. Since this study focused on circulating cells, no inferences were made regarding infection of cells in solid tissues.